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Unionism in the Slave States in Wartime
Two key facts about wartime Southern Unionism stand out. First, the largest
numbers of Southern Unionists were black. Second, most Southern whites were
not Unionists. Let us address these two essential truths.
The enslaved peoples of the South understood that war might end their
bondage and carry them, like the children of Israel, to a promised land of
freedom. From the war’s beginnings, they regarded the Union army as an
instrument of emancipation, and so they overlooked frequent instances in which
Union soldiers treated them badly. Sometimes the tables were turned. Union
soldiers who managed to escape from Confederate prisons quickly learned that
black folks were the only ones whom they could trust, as they attempted to
return North.1 In sum, black Southerners did all they could to aid the Union war
effort, most conspicuously during the war’s last two years when 150,000
volunteered to fight. They thereby became “actors on the stage of American
history in a way that they had never been before."2
By contrast, the preponderant majority of whites in the eleven seceding
states were ardent Confederate patriots who gave their all to the cause. And they
gave far more than any comparable cohort of Americans ever has given,
including their Union counterparts. Over 75% of the white men of military age in
the seceding states fought for the Confederacy—probably 850,000—of whom
fully one-third (280,000) died. The Union mobilized about half its eligible
manpower, and it thereby generated around 2.2 million soldiers. Of these,
360,000 died—one-sixth of those in uniform. So the Confederate South sent
proportionately larger numbers of its men to fight, and they were twice as likely
to die as Union soldiers.3
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We therefore must leave aside the stereotype promulgated by Howard Zinn
and his admirers. In their view, the South’s large slaveholders held the
Confederacy in thrall because they could cow and manipulate and deceive and
browbeat the masses of ordinary white folk, whose hearts always were in the
right place.4 Even if superficially plausible, this is make-believe history—what
we might like the past to have been, so that it would better square with our
values. We imagine that right-thinking Americans never would embrace such a
retrogressive social order as the Old South’s. But we need a more clearheaded
guide—such as Aaron Sheehan-Dean. He reminds us that the Confederacy was a
“popular democracy" rather than some sleight of hand “foisted on people by
elites." Ordinary white southern nonslaveholders overwhelmingly embraced the
doomed quest “to build a slave republic," and “the harder the North fought, the
more vigorously [they] resisted."5
But having established that Southern whites weren’t likely to be Unionists,
let us consider exceptions to the pattern. Until the fighting started, opposition to
secession had been widespread across the Upper South. Only when forced to
choose sides in a war did most whites in Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Arkansas suddenly embrace the Confederate cause.6 This massive reversal
generated long-lasting misconceptions and wishful thinking—Northerners from
Lincoln on down were slow to recognize what they were up against, because
they assumed that majorities of white Southerners remained loyal to the Union.
After the war started, most slave state whites who rejected the Confederacy
lived along the border. Their allegiances had multiple roots: the slave system
wasn’t holding its own along the border, which had stronger economic
interconnections with the free states than with the Lower South, and leading
border politicians refused to sanction disunion. Service in the Union army
constituted the most unmistakable form of Southern Unionism. 200,000 white
men from the four non-seceding slave states (Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky,
and Missouri) fought on the Union side. They far outnumbered border whites
who enlisted for the Confederacy.7 Another 100,000 whites who fought for the
Union came from Confederate states, principally from East Tennessee and
northwestern Virginia.8
In these distinctive regions of the border South, unconditional Unionism was 
reinforced by the arrival of the Union army.9 But Union authority was far from 
absolute: a pro-Confederate minority persisted and it longed for military rescue 
from Union occupation. That briefly happened in parts of Kentucky and West
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Virginia in 1862. Modern scholars have carefully studied the ugly spiral of
violent disorder that wracked the wartime border. Union and Confederate
campaigns to quash guerrillas in their respective domains became increasingly
ferocious. Eventually bands of bushwhackers and deserters, subject neither to
political nor military control, nor to ethical constraints, terrorized civilian
populations.10
But some surprising pockets of Unionism did exist deep inside the Southern
nation. Directly under the noses of Confederate authorities in Richmond,
Elizabeth Van Lew masterminded a Union underground that combined succor
for Union POWs with outright espionage. A nucleus of Union supporters,
revealed in the journals of Cyrena Stone, also persisted in wartime Atlanta. A
pro-Union underground even lurked in Montgomery, the original Confederate
capital.11
Unionists clustered here and there in peripheral regions of the Confederacy
marked by intense localism and hostility to central authority, or by religious
traditions that could not be squared with a pro-slavery nation. The uplands of
northern Alabama and the piney woods of southeastern Mississippi harbored
plain people whose anti-Confederate actions sometimes reached the extent of
guerrilla resistance. So too, common whites living in the “Quaker Belt" of
piedmont North Carolina and the “Big Thicket" of East Texas did their best to
avoid military service and obstruct Confederate rule. In September 1864, one
young Quaker woman, Rebecca Wright, surreptitiously informed Phil Sheridan
that Jubal Early had thinned his forces around Winchester, Virginia; this
intelligence prompted Sheridan to attack and thereby set in motion the final
devastating Union conquest of the Shenandoah valley.12 Wright’s actions
remained secret until long after the war ended, but other Unionists were not so
fortunate. Espionage and fifth-column work, whether actual or imagined, could
subject their often-isolated communities to horrific Confederate reprisal.13
Ties of family, kinship, and community created the most powerful 
determinant for wartime allegiances. During a time of trouble and complexity, it 
was axiomatic for most white Southerners to align with those to whom they were 
physically proximate and emotionally closest—with friends, neighbors, and 
kinfolk. Very few white Southerners ever pondered the abstract merits of Union 
versus Confederacy, to arrive at a purely individual decision.14 Occasionally, 
however, individuals bravely swam against the current—Nelly Gordon, who 
came from Chicago, refused to share the Confederate loyalties of her Savannah
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husband; Horatio Hennion, a northern-born ironmaker, estranged himself from
his wife’s South Carolina-Georgia family; David Hunter Strother, native to the
Confederate-leaning Shenandoah valley, became a topographical staff officer for
the Union army.15
Judkin Browning’s recent book on two North Carolina counties (Cartaret
and Craven) shows that wartime Unionism cannot be easily defined. He depicts
an opportunistic Unionism that could be “quite fluid and driven by
practicalities." When Union forces occupied parts of tidewater North Carolina in
early 1862, significant numbers of whites proved ready to profess Union
allegiances. But their loyalties proved to be “flexible" and “contradictory."
White Unionism atrophied once the federal government opted for emancipation.
Browning’s findings pose a challenge to Wayne K. Durrill, who depicted a more
robust and class-conscious Unionism among white yeomen in Washington
County, also in eastern North Carolina. Durrill contended that less prosperous
plain folk wanted the federal government to help them undermine the power of
local slaveholders.16 More broadly, Browning’s work converges with a
heightened awareness that Southern Unionists necessarily engaged in “deception
and role-playing" as they attempted to navigate through “dangers and pressures"
that alternately “intensified and subsided."17 And it was a rare white Southerner
indeed, however partial to the Union, who welcomed the redefinition of Union
war aims to include emancipation.
Southern Unionism remains challenging to assess because it may easily
dazzle the scholar, and blind him or her to the larger reality. I write from
experience. One might expect to find a monolithic white South that favored
secession and independence. When one encounters, instead, an unexpected
Unionist nugget or vein, it becomes tempting to exaggerate—to see a
Confederacy so honeycombed with pro-Union rot that it might almost have
toppled of its own accord. And therein, of course, is the problem: never forget
that it took four years of relentless warfare, waged by the most formidable army
on the planet at that time, to grind the Confederate nation into submission. So the
big story in the end is not Southern Unionism; it is instead the dogged,
die-in-the-last-ditch tenacity of the pro-Confederate white South.
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